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Introduction

This is the latest in a series of reports that
CASNS has produced describing the impact
of the continuing cost of living crisis on our
clients.

When this crisis started in April 2022 no
one expected us to be still in the grip of it 2
years later.

Nonetheless that is where we are. Although
the month-to-month numbers may go up
and down the underlying trend shows
more and more people are being affected
by this crisis and the need for additional
support continues.

Simon Harris

Chief Executive Citizens Advice Staffordshire North
& Stoke-on-Trent

January 2024




Background

The roots of the crisis lie firmly in the 2008 financial crash
and subsequent recession

Following the financial crash, we advised many more clients
in debt, but the value of those debts was much smaller than
before as we witnessed a huge shift away from credit cards,
loans, store cards and other credit debts and towards priority
debts such as rent, mortgage, council tax and utilities.

We were also approached by more people with a negative
budget, where their basic day to day living costs exceeded
their income. Both of these developments suggested that
even then more and more people were struggling to make
ends meet.

Welfare Reform exacerbated the situation by reducing many
people’s incomes, cutting benefits and increasing costs as
local housing allowance was frozen and the amount of
council tax support available was limited.

By 2021 turmoil in the energy markets saw domestic bills
begin rise, a process that has been further exacerbated by
the effects of the Ukraine invasion and recent high inflation.



Why is Stoke-on-Trent hit
so hard?

Fuel Poverty

The April 2023 fuel poverty figures show that with
22.9% of households classed as fuel poor, Stoke-on-
Trent had the second highest rate in the country
after Birmingham. This showed an increase even
from 2021 (21.8%)

In Newcastle-under-Lyme and Staffordshire
Moorlands 18% of households were classed as fuel
poor. This figure, while lower than Stoke-on-Trent,
was still above the Staffordshire figure of 15.8%.

Benefits and Universal Credit

Stoke still has rates of benefit claimants significantly
above the national average. In November 2023, the
claimant count was 8,765 people or 5.4%, compared
t? g %’g?ffordshire figure of 2.8% and a national rate
OoT 5.070.

In November 2023 there were 33,647 people
receiving Universal Credit. While this figure
inevitably will rise as the migration from legacy
benefits progresses, it still places Stoke-on-Trent 29t
out of 309 districts.

Rates of personal insolvency are among the highest
in the country while local estimates suggest between
£80 and £100 million a year of benefit goes
unclaimed, money that could make a huge
difference to families affected by this.

Average earnings remain at 85% of the national
average, as they have done for most of the last 20
years.



Factors affecting the cost of
living

Inflation in November 2023 had fallen, but was still 4.2% -
twice the Bank of England’s target figure

Food inflation was still 9.2%

According to the ONS 4 in 10 adults are spending more than
usual on their shopping

Nationally private rents rose by 6.2% in the year to
November 2023

More than 1/3 of adults are finding it difficult or very difficult
to afford rent or mortgage payments.

The Bank of England Base Rate stayed at 5.25% in December
2023, again a figure that has not been reached since before
2008.

Landlord possession claims nationally were up 18.7% in July
to September 2023 compared to the same period in 2022.

Mortgage possession claims were up 13.7% in July to
September 2023 compared to 2022.

Council Tax is likely to rise by 4.99% again in April and Council
rents in Stoke could rise by 7.7%

Energy prices remain at historically high levels compared to
pre-2021

Most fuel suppliers are still charging the price cap so there is
next to no competition in the market, unlike before 2021.
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Alan’ is 65 and lives in a property owned by his brother but
where the kitchen roof leaked. When he approached us for
advice, his only income was PIP and he was struggling to get
by on £62 a week, cutting back on food and going without
heating. We put him in touch with a partner agency who
fixed the roof and ensure the property was warm and dry. We
also referred to Groundwork’s Green Doctor scheme for
additional energy e]:ficiency measures and advice on how to
maximise his boiler’s efficiency.

In the meantime, we checked ‘Alan’s’ benefits and found he
should be getting Pension Credit as well as PIP, boosting his
income by £182 a week and then Council Tax Support as well,
to reduce his arrears and outgoings. We also helped him get
on to Severn Trent’s Big Difference scheme which paid off his
water charge arrears.

He had been unable to afford clothes or replace his worn-out
shoes so while we were waiting for his Pension Credit claim
to be decided we helﬁed him apply to a grant making trust
for a £200 grant for help with clothing, shoes and new
bedding and another for £50 worth of food.

We also helped ‘Alan’ join the Priority Services Register, which
will protect his energy supply if he struggles in the future.

Alan’s” home is now repaired and much more energy
efficient, his water and council tax arrears have been cleared
and he now has a regular income to cover his living costs.

He readily admits that without Potteries Money Wise’s help
he would not be where he is today.

‘Alan’s’ story
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Energy Efficiency
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‘Carla’s’ story

‘Carla’ lives alone with her 2 children. She suffers from very
severe anxiety and is unable to work because of this. Living
on benefit for a lengthy period has depleted her savings and
left her struggling to make ends meet.

‘Carla’ was referred to Potteries Money Wise who checked
her benefits and identified that she was entitled to PIP and
new style ESA but hadn’t claimed them. The adviser helped
‘Carla’ claim these benefits. She also referred her into Severn
Trent’s Big Difference scheme which paid off the arrears on
her water charges and provided ongoing support with them.

As she was also struggling with her fuel bills we gave ‘Carla’ a
fuel voucher, advice on simple energy savings measures and
referred her to Groundwork’s Green Doctor scheme for
further specialist help with energy saving. We also referred
her into the county’s Household Support Fund for extra
financial help and gave her 3 pre-loaded Vodafone sim cards,
so she and her two children could use their mobile phones.

As a result of this advice ‘Carla’ is £160 a week better off, has
her water charges covered, can keep in touch with other
family members and has been able to heat her home with the
fuel voucher.

Given her condition it is highly unlikely that ‘Carla’ would
have been able to achieve all this for herself.



This shows cumulative energy clients by year with trend lines. The trend line for the current year inicates how many clients we might see
later in the year based on historic data.

Cumulative number of people who we've helped with energy issues each year

2500

2000

Running Sum of Chenls or lssues
&
[=]

January Februsary March Agpril May June July August  Seplember  Oclober  Movember Decemiber
Calender Yaar
N oz I 2024 B =020 Wz B 2023

Thits includes a range of issues, Including enengy bill afferdability, debt recovery action, ssues with billing and customer sendce




£202 380
£20Z AON
£202 190

€207 Wes
€202 Bny
£goe |nr

£20g unr
£202 fen
£202 vy

£20¢ e
£20E qad
£20¢ uer
€202 38Q
2202 AON
2202 10

Zeog ony

Zeoe nr
ceog unr

220 '
€202 ned
£Z02 uer
Leog 28
1202 AON
L20g PO
LZ0Z dag
Lzoz By
Leog nr
Lgog unr
120z few
Lenz iy
L2z ew
Lgog qad
Leoeg uer
020z 28g
0Z0E AON
0202 120
020z des
0z0g By
neoe nr
ngog unr
0z0z fe
[ ozoz v
DZ0E ew
0o gad
nzoe uver
6L0Z 380
6LOZ AON
GLOZ 120
6102 Wes
6102 By
GLOZ Inr
ghog unr
6102 fe
6102 Jdy
6LOZ e
GLog gad
gLog uer

This report is to show the number of clients per month with the selected issue/s

= = = =
o = L=} w

Sanss| 1o sualD




[N 202 990
I 07 NN
N 0 120
I (07 VoS
N 0 61

A .07 (P
N 0 U
N ;07 A2
' 0 v
N c 07
I -0 (154
@00 00 909000 |day
[ 07 22
[ .07 AON

I 0 120
[ : 20 1d0S
[ : :0C 6Ny

I O N
I  : 0 \nf
[ 0 e
[ 0
N : ;07 ‘2|
[ ;0 194

[, 7 uer
1202 980
1202 AON
1202 PO
1202 Wos
1202 Bny
120z Inf
120z unp
1202 Ao
1207 1y
1207 tel
1202 494
1202 uep
I 0:0c 230
I, 020C 0N
I 007 120
I 20 oS
I 0:0c Ony
I 0:0c "
I :0c unt
I :0c fen
I 0202 (dy
I 0:0C ey
I 0:0: o
I o:o0c ver
I 602 %20
I 5! 02 'oN
I .o 00
I 610 es
I 6! 0z ony
I !0z (N
I !0z unt
I s 0c ‘e
I 6! 0c dy
I 6.0 en
[ GECEE
I 1 0c uer
o o

('3}

This report is to show the number of clients per month with the selected issue/s

o
[=]
o

sanss| 1o SualD

350
300
250
150
100




‘Chris’s’ story

‘Chris’ contacted us because her and her partner’s Universal
Credit (UC) claim had been suspended a week before her rent
and bills were due because of a question about the legitimacy
of their claim.

The claim has been suspended for a month, without a formal
decision being issued yet, leaving ‘Chris’ and her family with
no money for bills, rent or food.

‘Chris’ told us that they don’t have a car so have to walk
everywhere and thus any support would need to be local and
that one of her children has a food allergy.

We gave them a foodbank voucher for food for their children,
a fuel voucher and offered to contact the Job Centre about
the suspension of UC especially as without a decision they
cannot appeal the suspension.

We did so and are waiting for a response from the DWP.

We would also have given them a payment from the
Household Support Fund, had our allocation not already been
fully spent.
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Figures for crisis support represent the number of people Citizens Advice helps with either referrals to food banks' or other charitable support (covers any emergency financial support or
support in kind people need to make ends meet) and localised social welfare




‘John’ & ‘Sally’s’ story

John’ and ‘Sally’ contacted us because they were struggling
to support themselves and their three children. John’ is off
sick from work and his sick pay had just dropped to SSP.
‘Sally’ is on maternity leave and she gets PIP, John’ has also
applied for it and is waiting to hear the outcome of his claim.

They were struggling because their latest payment of UC,
paid in arrears, was based on a month when John’ was still
receiving contractual sick pay and the shortfall has left them
unable to make ends meet in this month, when his income
has dropped back to SSP and is thus significantly less.

Our generalist team issued them with a foodbank voucher
and referred them to Potteries Money Wise for energy advice
and support with their fuel bills.

Unfortunately, there is nothing we can do about the
‘shortfall’ of Universal Credit as payments are based on the
income received in the previous month and thus the payment
was correct. That was little consolation for John’ and ‘Sally’
as they struggled to buy food that month.

This quirk of the UC system has aggravated the effects of the
cost-of-living crisis and caused a lot of our clients to struggle.



* April - June 2020: 6.7 per 10,000

e April - June 2021: 9.4 per 10,000

e April - June 2022: 11.2 per 10,000

* April- June 2023: 24.6 per 10,000

These figures show how demand for this type of help has increased dramatically since
2020, increasing fourfold so that 24.6 people in every 10,000 in Stoke-on-Trent has
been helped with Crisis Support.

When the figures for later quarters in 2023/24 are available, we may see another
significant increase to reflect the previous chart.



Personal
Independence
Payment

Personal Independence Payment, or PIP, has become a
much more important benefit for those who qualify.

It is not means-tested so it doesn’t affect the recipient’s
otherincome, in fact it qualifies them for additional
means-tested benefits, allowing many to qualify for the
first time, and for the Cost-of-Living support for disabled
people.

The steady increase in demand for help with PIP claims
is therefore no surprise.

[l Personal independence payment

Five Key cost of living issues
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‘Craig’s’ story

‘Craig’ lives at home with his parents. He has severe mental
health problems for which he receives medical treatment.
When ‘Craig’s’ mother contacted us, the family were
struggling to get by as at that point ‘Craig’ was being fully
supported by his parents.

We checked his benefits and found that he had a very strong
case for Personal Independence Payment, so we helped them
submit a claim. We also arranged for ‘Craig’s’ mother to
become his appointee for benefits so she could make and
manage claims on his behalf.

The claim was successful, so we also advised his mother to
claim Carer’s Allowance, which she did.

Overall, the family is now £205 a week better off, and ‘Craig’
is now entitled to the disability-related cost-of-living-payment
to put towards the family’s bills.

His mother can manage his benefit claims and they feel much
more in control of their finances now.



Homelessness
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What can
we do

locally?

Increase income and reduce outgoings

Benefit take up — shift the £30- 100
million a year that goes unclaimed into
the pockets of those that need it

Continue distributing emergency support
and support those organisations that do

Promote energy efficiency and support
measures and schemes provided by
energy companies & government

Explore realistic longer-term initiatives
around food poverty



What can
We press
for

nationally?

Maintain current cost of living support
until Ofgem price cap falls to £1,200

Introduce a price cap threshold for

'~ additional support (e.g. the £400 fuel

discount)

Reform domestic energy pricing to reduce
the standing charge and introduce social
tariffs for gas and electricity

More investment in renewables

Pass the renters reform bill, without
replacing section 21 with an equivalent
mandatory ground

Press for continuation of the Household

| Support Fund



Turning Down the Heat 5

For further information on the contents of this report please contact

Simon Harris on 01782-408650 or at simon.harris@casns.org.uk

For further details of Help with the Cost-of-Living visit:
Home - #StokeOnTrentTogether (vast.org.uk)

www.pmwonline.org.uk

WWW.cCitizensadvice.org.uk

www.snhscab.org.uk

For advice please ring:
Citizens StaffordShire North 0800 144 8 444 — for help claiming Ur.1iversal Credit.
0800 240 4420 — for debt advice (national CA helpline)
& StOke'on'Trent 01782-408625 — for debt advice (local face to face team)
01782-408685 — for Potteries Moneywise
0800 223 1133 —for a consumer or energy problem (CA
national helpline)
0800 144 8848 — for any other advice query.


mailto:simon.harris@casns.org.uk
https://sottogether.vast.org.uk/?_gl=1%2A1x5oq9i%2A_ga%2AMTU1MzUxNzQ4LjE2OTQ2MDQwMDI.%2A_ga_PJS2C2LG8X%2AMTcwNTM5ODIyNC4zLjEuMTcwNTM5ODI1Mi4wLjAuMA..%2A_ga_7P2X1K6HHY%2AMTcwNTM5ODIyNC4zLjEuMTcwNTM5ODI1Mi4wLjAuMA..&_ga=2.95356892.1726090213.1705398225-155351748.1694604002
http://www.pmwonline.org.uk/
http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/
http://www.snscab.org.uk/

	Slide 1: Turning Down the Heat 5
	Slide 2: Introduction
	Slide 3: Background
	Slide 4: Why is Stoke-on-Trent hit so hard?
	Slide 5: Factors affecting the cost of living
	Slide 6: Energy Price Rises  Although costs for a typical user are  forecast to fall later this year, they remain significantly higher than in  the winter of 2020, even accounting for inflation.  The green bars are the Ofgem price cap and the yellow bars 
	Slide 7: The 5 main enquiry areas  As expected, the number of clients fell during December and had begun to fall earlier in the autumn. This is almost entirely due to the fact we had fully distributed our allocation of Household Support Funding for Stoke 
	Slide 8: ‘Alan’s’ story
	Slide 9: Energy  Energy enquiries hit an all time high in September 2023, just before the change in the price cap.  However, as energy costs have been falling with the price cap reductions, so too the demand for energy advice has eased.   The small increa
	Slide 10: Energy Efficiency  One response to the rising cost of energy has been a greater interest in energy efficiency. This chart shows how that has translated into advice enquiries as more and more people become aware of the available help.
	Slide 11: ‘Carla’s’ story
	Slide 12: Energy year on year  For the second year running we have significantly exceeded the number of clients needing energy advice.   In 2023 we passed the 2022 total in August and the annual total was 22% up on the previous year. 
	Slide 13: Energy Debt  Energy debt remains a significant issue for many people, but the impacts have been muffled by the additional help available including the provision of fuel vouchers.   These emergency measures have prevented significant numbers of p
	Slide 14: Crisis Support  Demand for crisis support peaked in August and September, before falling back in the autumn as we ran out of Household Support Fund money to distribute.  However, demand for crisis support remained higher than it has been at many
	Slide 15: ‘Chris’s’ story
	Slide 16: Crisis Support year on year  This chart shows the dramatic increase in demand for crisis support during 2023, especially in the second half and how we had exceeded the 2022 number of clients advised by May/June. This clearly demonstrates how the
	Slide 17: ‘John’ & ‘Sally’s’ story
	Slide 18: How many people in SoT, CA helped with crisis support
	Slide 19: Personal Independence Payment  Personal Independence Payment, or PIP, has become a much more important benefit for those who qualify.   It is not means-tested so it doesn’t affect the recipient’s other income, in fact it qualifies them for addit
	Slide 20: ‘Craig’s’ story
	Slide 21: Homelessness  One consequence of rising rents, frozen local housing allowance (fortunately unfrozen but not until April 2024) and rising interest rates, has been an increase in clients threatened with homelessness.  This chart clearly shows the 
	Slide 22: What can we do locally?
	Slide 23: What can we press for nationally?
	Slide 24: Turning Down the Heat 5

